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        About “Coil Gun”

      

      

      
        
        The world of “Coil Gun” began as a discussion on an alternate-history message board I’ve been a member of since high school. The user whose handle is reddie challenged board members to come up with an alternate history scenario in the vein of S.M. Stirling’s “Draka” novels, only instead of an evil Anglo-Saxon power, the Cold War should be with “the apartheid juggernaut.”

        I started thinking and soon devised a timeline where a lost battle during the Dutch of War of Independence caused one Dutchman to begin planning an exodus to the Cape of Good Hope, in a good position to participate in the growing oceanic trade with Asia and far, far away from the tyrannical Spanish.

        I actually started writing “Coil Gun” in January 2007, three months or so after I started writing the other story “Picking Up Plans In Palma.” But “Coil Gun” has the distinction of being my first professional level ($0.05/word or more) sale. Two more of these and I’ll be able to join the Science Fiction Writers of America.

        Credit for this sale belongs to Writers of Metro Atlanta and the Lawrenceville Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers, who saw the story twice each. My fellow Metro Atlanta writers pointed out the earliest drafts’ main problem and a member of the Lawrenceville Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers gave me an idea on how to fix it. I implemented the idea and soon afterward sold it to Pressure Suite: Digital Science Fiction #3, also available for Kindle.

        It premiered in September 2011.
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        Albuquerque Launch Field, New Mexico, USA

        11:30 PM, April 10th, 2001

      

      

      Fear-sweat beaded in Carl Sanderson’s dark hair as he brooded beneath the bright lights of the control room and listened to the sirens howl.

      Damn it, he thought. I knew maniacs ran the Confederation, but I didn’t think they were this mad. The Boers had never forgiven the Aussies for supporting the rebels in the East Indies and delivered an ultimatum not even the greenest Green in Congress would have accepted.

      That meant war, a war that would probably wreck the planet.

      He turned around and found himself staring straight into the Adam’s apple of a soldier quite literally twice his size.

      They’re bringing the infantry into the control room. Crap. I hope nothing gets broken.

      “What’s going on?” he asked tall and slender Jane Peabody, the launch tech who sat behind him.

      “There’s been a terrorist attack in Philadelphia!” She pointed at the images of explosions and chaos flashing across the control room’s small television. “They targeted Congress. Someone else tried to bomb Cape Canaveral.”

      She swallowed. “The Boers must’ve sent people in earlier. They planned for this.”

      James Andros, a reedy launch tech with a receding hairline, went white. “Oh no,” he whispered. “They’re really going to do it this time.”

      The public-address system crackled above them.

      “Carl Sanderson,” the sterile voice began. “Carl Sanderson.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Major Wallace is on his way to the control room.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      He looked out the control-room window. Beneath the desolate Sandia Mountains lay the city of Albuquerque.

      He hoped the city would still be there come morning.
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        Kariba Command Center, Walker Staat, Afrikaner Confederation, 8:34 AM, April 11th, 2001

      

      

      Kommandant James Marom looked up from his desk at the enormous plasma screen depicting military deployments across the planet.

      So it begins.

      Like most career military, he thought the ruling Theonomic Party was being foolish when it predicted an apocalyptic war between the true Christians and the false. However, there were perfectly secular reasons to dislike the United States and its allies. The blery Americans and their friends liked to go sticking their fingers in everything, threatening the values his society stood for.

      He shook his head. Now everyone would pay for it.

      “Submarine-launched missiles incoming,” Majoor Arvind Uys said. Uys, a scion of one of the better Indo-Afrikaner families, sat closer to the screen. Above him, streaks of light erupted from the Atlantic and eastern Indian Ocean and rushed toward the East Indies, India, Arabia, and Africa. Many of the lights vanished as Afrikaner kinetic weapons slashed them from the sky. Several detonation markers appeared, mostly in the East Indies.

      It was not the first time war touched the region. Marom remembered his youth, serving in the war against the Chinese. The Chinese had attacked the fleet at Batavia with a nuclear torpedo and tried the same with Singapore. Hundreds of thousands had died — he remembered looking for his mate Rudi in the overcrowded hospital, the cries of the wounded, the terrible burns, and the stink of vomit and shit — and it had taken years to decontaminate the blast zones. This war would be much worse.

      He forced his memories of the consequences of nuclear war out of his mind. He had to focus on the task at hand.

      “High-altitude bursts detected,” Uys said. “They’re attacking our kinetic clusters. Landlines still work.”

      “Good,” Marom said. They would at least be able to see what happened. He and Uys were intelligence officers, but now they had little to do besides watch screens and hope to spot something the powers that be missed.

      He looked at the pictures of his two grandchildren, Adriaan and Emily, as they sat with his daughter and son-in-law on the front porch of their home in the Natal. He touched the picture.

      I’m sorry.

      He thought about how frightened his family must be now, huddled in shelters with their servants and neighbors.

      I’m so sorry.
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        Albuquerque Launch Field, New Mexico, USA

        11:40 PM

      

      

      Two nuclear explosions leered over San Francisco, silhouetting the Golden Gate Bridge. The image shook with the cameraman. Then the control room plasma screen went black.

      “What the hell!” Sanderson shouted. Shock turned to horror when he realized just how many had probably died.

      Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon them, he prayed. May they rest in peace. Amen.

      “They did it,” Major Terrence Wallace, the enormous ebony commander of the complex’s wartime garrison, growled. “They hit a major city. They were probably after the President.”

      “They’re nuts. If they had kept the nukes to Australia and the Indies, there might be a chance of keeping it limited!”

      Now the whole world would burn.

      A human voice crackled through the control room over the public address system.

      “To all American forces, this is General John Thomas from the Montgomery. The Afrikaners have launched a nuclear attack on San Francisco concurrent with an assault on our forces in orbit. We have been authorized to launch a full counterstrike before they eliminate our ability to respond.”

      “No,” Andros moaned. He pounded his fist on the console. “Oh Lord, no!”

      Sam’s up there, on the Montgomery.

      Sam Jackson was one of his classmates at the Academy. Sanderson had attended his wedding only three months before…

      Sanderson sighed and shook his head. He hoped his friend survived.

      He looked out the command center window, up to the starry sky. Although Albuquerque’s lights drowned out much of the celestial display, he still saw many stars. Some of them moved.

      Those aren’t stars. Those are satellites, spaceplanes, battle-stations.

      Those lights danced, flickered, or went out. Occasionally, one flared brighter than the others before vanishing. Sanderson almost allowed himself to think the light show beautiful. Then he remembered just what was going on.

      People are dying up there.

      If things had gone a little differently, Sanderson would have been one of them. He’d washed out of the Aerospace Academy years ago and went into civilian space work instead, but he’d never actually gotten the chance to go into orbit.

      The general continued speaking.

      “Our kinetic weapons have been hit hard. Fortunately, we’ve got plenty left. We’re focusing our efforts on —”

      Then something roared and the signal cut off.

      “What happened?” Sanderson half-demanded.

      Is Sam alive or dead?

      Wallace scowled before speaking.

      “The Boers just shot up the Monty.”

      Sanderson lurched. There were lifeboats attached to the station and everyone signed treaties not to shoot at them. But a lifeboat could easily be mistaken for a missile or shredded by debris. He silently prayed his friend had gotten to one of the lifeboats.

      Wallace’s hand leapt to his earpiece. “Damn it! There goes Belleville!”

      Belleville housed Air Mobility Command. Maybe the Boers intended to limit it to military targets.

      Sanderson snorted. Fat lot of good that’ll do for Belleville. The Boers relied more on nukes than on kinetic weapons, and bigger and dirtier nukes at that. A kinetic strike on Air Mobility Command would spare most of the city; a nuclear strike would not.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Sanderson saw Andros glance at the photo of his family he kept on his console. “My wife and son are still in Albuquerque,” he said, voice quavering. “We figured this would blow over like last time. Can I call them?”

      Poor guy. Hopefully they’ll find a good place to hide.

      Sanderson’s parents were in Billings, probably not a priority target.

      “You’ve got a mobile, don’t you?” Wallace asked.

      “There’s no signal in here. There’s a landline phone right over there —”

      Wallace sighed. “All right. Be quick about it.”

      Andros rose and rushed over to the phone. He quickly dialed a number. Moments passed and his face fell.

      “They’re not answering,” he said. “Can I go topside and —”

      “Civil Defense warnings should have gone out,” Wallace interjected.

      “Can’t I at least just —”

      “No.”

      Wallace turned to Sanderson. “We brought interceptors and kinetics with us. The network protecting the East Coast is damn near shredded, and the one over the Midwest isn’t much better. We’re using ground-based defenses to pick up the slack, but they’ve got drawbacks.”

      Sanderson nodded. If an orbital interceptor missed, another could take its place. If a ground-based missile or laser failed to hit its target, there might not be enough time for a second shot.

      Wallace locked eyes with Sanderson. “Get them up there!”

      Sanderson nodded. He felt a barely-perceptible rumble below him as conveyor belts moved metal shells containing the interceptors to the bases of each of the facility’s seven launchers.

      He crossed himself.

      I hope we don’t fuck this up.
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        Kariba Command Center, Walker Staat, Afrikaner Confederation, 8:45 AM

      

      

      “The Americans’ chief logistics center has just been hit,” Uys said. “Two warheads and twenty kinetics.”

      Marom nodded. “That ought to hurt them.” Although he spoke to his subordinate, he did not make eye contact. The plasma screen on the wall occupied his attention.

      The two superpowers tore at each other in space, on land, and everywhere in between. Australia received the worst of it — thousands of Australians died for every Afrikaner murdered in the revolts their government had aided. The Australians’ modest orbital defenses remained quiet.

      Either they were saving them for some purpose or the Afrikaners had knocked out their command and control. God willing, it would be the latter.

      Elsewhere, the struggle was more even. The mighty battle-station Rijnsburg, floating above central Africa, hurled tungsten spears ranging in size from crowbars to telephone poles at the Americans and their allies. The projectiles struck at hundreds of meters per second, smashing ships, aircraft, and even parts of cities like the fists of an enraged god. American spaceplanes circled the station, engaging an Afrikaner squadron and the station’s own gunners.

      Though wounded, the Americans’ primary battle-station floated above the North Atlantic and unleashed its own rain of death. Kinetic weapons hammered the ocean as the Americans hunted for the submarines harrying their coastline. He allowed himself a small smile — using kinetic projectiles at subsurface targets was a tricky business. Hitting the water misdirected or slowed the falling projectiles, costing the Americans several for every sub sunk.

      However, as the battle unfolded, Marom noticed a trend. Despite the Afrikaner first strike depriving the Americans of much of their orbital might, the enemy’s reduced arsenal took a terrible toll regardless. Although the Afrikaners did their best — a small nuclear detonation consumed a group of kinetic weapons descending toward West Africa — the enemy did far better.

      Marom’s heartbeat slowed. At the present rate of attrition, the Afrikaner Confederation and its allies would be in ruins long before the enemy.

      Years of civilian and military education had taught him the horror of losing such a war. With most of the men dead, the women would be forced to offer themselves to Papists and blacks to feed their children. Between slaughter and miscegenation, the Afrikaners would eventually disappear into the races that served them…
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        Albuquerque Launch Field, New Mexico, USA

        11:50 PM

      

      

      The humming sound of the shells rushing upward on electromagnetic rails always made the hairs on the back of Sanderson’s neck stand at attention. The facility usually made four or five launches a day in peacetime, sending up more if something big was being assembled in orbit.

      Replenishing his country’s disintegrated orbital arsenal was an entirely different animal.

      Sanderson felt the rumbling of the rising projectiles through his shoes. He flinched at the thunderclaps the car-sized shells containing the satellites made as they erupted from the mountainside at supersonic speeds.

      His gaze followed the shells as they rose higher and higher. They disappeared momentarily before rockets flared beneath them. That last kick shoved them into orbit, where the shells would break apart and free their cargos. The satellites’ maneuvering jets would handle it from there.

      Sanderson turned his attention to Wallace, who watched the launch and listened to updates on his earpiece.

      “How’re things going?”

      Wallace nodded. “They could go better. The East Coast constellations are gone. We’re having to replenish them from the Midwest and Pacific constellations, which leaves us vulnerable there.”

      The electrical hum filled the control room, followed by a thunderclap. Another successful launch.

      “Although,” Wallace continued. “Your facility is helping considerably.”

      Andros suddenly rose from his chair.

      “Now that everything’s running, can I go up and —”

      “No,” Wallace said. “You’re still needed down here. I’m sorry about your family, but this takes –”

      “It won’t take long —”

      “The facility is under lockdown. I’m sorry.”

      Andros swallowed. “I’m going up,” he declared.

      “Corporal Jenkins,” Wallace said, raising his voice slightly.

      One of the soldiers outside the control room stepped between Andros and the door.

      “Please make sure Mr. Andros stays in his seat.”

      “Hey!” Andros protested. “I just want to —”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the soldier said.

      Andros tried to push his way past Jenkins.

      Bad idea.

      Jenkins tripped Andros as he approached the door. Andros fell. Before he could rise, Jenkins dragged him back toward his seat.

      “You can’t do this!”

      He grabbed at the hand holding onto his ankle. Wallace ended Andros’s resistance by putting a pistol to his head.

      “I could have you shot for dereliction of duty,” he growled. “This facility is under the Uniform Code of Military Justice in wartime. Lucky for you, I’ve got a wife and son myself.”

      He turned to Jenkins. “Secure him.”

      Jenkins quickly handcuffed Andros to his seat.

      “Hey! What if we need to —”

      “He’ll uncuff you.”

      Sanderson swallowed and changed the subject. “Could you tell me about what’s going on?” He hadn’t gotten very deeply into the techniques of space combat before he failed out.

      “The Boers are still focused on military targets,” he said, an edge of irritation in his voice. “They hit San Francisco and Belleville, true, but the President and Air Mobility Command were there. The only major civilian targets they’ve hit are the power satellites, although they’ve certainly tried for Philly.”

      “Well that’s awfully nice of them,” Sanderson said sarcastically.

      Wallace snorted. “Or awfully clever. The less civilian suffering there is, the more likely we might be to do a deal later, if they secure Australia.” He smiled. “Of course, conquering Australia requires them to win the war in orbit, which we’re doing our best to prevent.”

      The public address system crackled once more.

      “This is Captain Samuel Jackson, calling from the Montgomery,” said a voice forcing its way through the static.

      Sam!

      “We took two missiles early in the fight. General Thomas and his staff are dead. I’m commanding from one of the gunnery pods. We’ve shot off all our kinetics and most of our ammo.”

      Sanderson swallowed. That meant they were pretty much defenseless.

      “The command links still work. We can coordinate the bombing of the —”

      Then the signal cut off abruptly.

      Oh no.

      Wallace’s eyes bulged.

      “Shit,” he swore. “Shit and fuck! They blew up the Montgomery!”

      The revelation that one of his closest friends was dead hit Sanderson in the gut. He remembered how joyful Sam’s bride Cassandra had been at their wedding, how heartbroken she would be when the men in the dress uniforms showed up at their house.

      Assuming she’s even still alive…

      He sank down into his chair, tears stinging his eyes. Before he had a chance to weep, Wallace seized him by his shoulders.

      “I know he was your friend, but you’ve got to keep it together!” the soldier shouted. “With the Montgomery gone, we’ll have to coordinate orbital attacks groundside, which’ll slow us down. That means we’ll need everything we possibly can throw up there!”

      The humming of the electromagnetic rails beneath their feet and the subsequent thunder accentuated his point.

      “A…all right,” Sanderson stammered. A growing anger began to push his shock and grief away.

      He could mourn later. Right now, it was time to punish the Boer bastards.
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        Kariba Command Center, Walker Staat, Afrikaner Confederation, 8:55 AM

      

      

      Marom exhaled in exasperation. One would think Covert Operations would have put as much effort into hitting the coil-guns as they did Cape Canaveral. The Americans were still working the bugs out of the laser-launch facility they’d set up in Florida. The old, reliable coil-guns were a far bigger problem.

      He watched as a group of interceptors plugged a critical gap over the American shipyards at Newport News. Three warheads targeting the site were quickly dispatched, while a kinetic spear smashed a nearby submarine.

      Lord, have mercy on Your people.

      His eyes jumped over to the Confederation. The Afrikaners replenished their orbital arsenals too, but their launch capability rapidly declined. A rocket launched from the Namib Desert deployed a dozen interceptors and kinetic weapons before a cruise missile fired from an American submarine destroyed the launch site.

      Unless something changed, the Confederation would lose the war.

      His gaze jumped back to North America. More satellites rose into orbit from the American facility near Albuquerque. Not only were the defenses of the East Coast being replaced, but the Americans replenished the masses of weaponry tearing the Confederation and its allies apart.

      Then Marom noticed something.

      The primary concentrations being reinforced floated over the East Coast and Europe. However, once the Americans parried the initial attacks against California and the Midwest, they made little effort to replenish the interceptors expended over the center and west of the country. In fact, they stripped those regions bare.

      He quickly called his superiors.
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        Earth Orbit, Over the Atlantic, 3:57 AM

      

      

      Four hundred miles above the Earth, a signal from the besieged heart of Africa roused an inactive nuclear attack satellite. Its rockets lit up, sliding it along the curve of the Earth toward North America.

      It passed through hell on its way.

      Jagged debris from three Afrikaner ballistic missiles destroyed before they could deploy their warheads littered the cylinder’s path. Although most of the wreckage had been blown clear, enough remained to be a problem, particularly since the battles between spaceplanes and battle-stations added more debris every second.

      Danger!

      Several large pieces of metallic debris approached. Two maneuvering jets on the cylinder fired, enabling it to avoid all but one piece of debris. That piece tore into one of the cylinder’s engines. The engine hiccupped and died, but the remaining rockets pushed the cylinder on for a little longer.

      The cylinder drifted, rockets off to mimic a harmless meteor or piece of junk. Only an occasional, barely perceptible puff of maneuvering gas kept it on target.

      An enemy satellite moved to intercept. The cylinder’s engines and maneuvering thrusters fired, shifting its course. The interceptor’s own maneuvering jets replied, altering its course to match.

      The two satellites engaged in a duel of movement, the interceptor firing its jets in response to the cylinder’s moves. The two vehicles danced a dance where one misfire or fuel leak could prove fatal.

      The interceptor drew nearer. Designed solely to engage in such contests, it had more fuel to burn.

      The cylinder, on the other hand, was running out of both fuel and options. Maneuvering to avoid being destroyed by the interceptor and yet remain on course consumed most of its fuel.

      However, its designers had given it one more card to play. A small battery-powered turret whirred to life at the front of the cylinder. It fired a small explosive projectile at the interceptor.

      The interceptor was not designed to deal with such things, but its onboard computer did its best. The interceptor’s jets fired. It literally dodged the bullet. Unfortunately for its masters below, the interceptor’s escape left it quite unable to fulfill its primary function of stopping the nuclear attack.

      As it crossed the Appalachian Mountains, the cylinder’s nose-cone folded open. Small carbon-dioxide jets attached to the warheads hissed and the first one emerged. Two more warheads slipped out and by the time the fourth warhead escaped, the first already plummeted toward its target.

      Danger!

      The cylinder’s narrow escape had been reported and a more capable attacker now approached. An American spaceplane lurking behind a debris cloud fired its rocket engines and ascended to challenge the Afrikaner war machine.

      The cylinder continued belching out its lethal cargo. Its lack of fuel made its doom inevitable.

      Five, six, seven warheads were out. The eighth warhead’s thrusters were propelling it forward when the American pilot launched a nuclear-tipped short-range missile.

      The cylinder died, taking two of its warheads with it. Despite this minor failure, it had fulfilled its mission. Most of its cargo fell toward the United States. By the time the blast effects dissipated and the pilot spotted the warheads, it would be too late to stop them.
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        Albuquerque Launch Field, New Mexico, USA, 11:59 PM

      

      

      Sirens howled once more throughout the complex.

      “Warheads inbound,” the public-address system said.

      Wallace moved quickly. “All right,” he ordered. “It’s no longer safe here. Can you run the system from the shelter?”

      Sanderson turned to Peabody.

      “When did we last test the backups?” he asked

      Peabody nervously toyed with her copper-colored hair. “Two weeks ago. I doubt anything’s broken since then.”

      “Given all the electromagnetic pulses getting thrown around over our heads, do you want to risk trusting it?”

      “Carl, the lights are still on and we’ve had no —”

      “Sanderson, we need to get all essential personnel to the shelters immediately,” Wallace interrupted. “Can we do it?”

      Sanderson’s eyes swept the control room. “Okay,” he said. “Strictly speaking, we only really need one person.”

      “I can manage it,” Peabody said. “I do most of the day-to-day launch work anyway.”

      Sanderson looked at her. If she stayed up there, her chances weren’t good. He also wanted to get a few good whacks against the Boer bastards, something he could not do cowering in a basement.

      “I have a better idea,” Sanderson said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Sir!” she exclaimed. “Right now, speed is essential and it’s been a long time since you’ve done my job.”

      “That may be,” Sanderson conceded, “but there are other reasons.”

      With all the radioactive crap going
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